Coming Full Circle:
From Child Victim to Childcare Professional

A n g e l iq u e D ay

reared by abusive and neglectful par
ents, I did not know the simple joys of childhood, nor was I perm it
ted the normalcy of a stable family life. By my ninth birthday, I had
heard about the “Great American Dream,” and although I wanted
to believe in it - desperately - it was nothing more than a little girls
wistful fantasy In my world, nightmares dominated dreams, and
fantasies existed only briefly, extinguished by the daily horrors of
cruel reality W hat did manage to persist unabated was physical and
mental abuse given freely and in abundance by a mother who should
have loved and protected us.
The initial report of my m other’s abusiveness occurred in
1978. It happened while she was pregnant with me. The object of her
abuse was my four-year-old brother. Two weeks later, the authorities
filed a second report of abuse and neglect. W hen the child welfare
system tried to help my mother, my father moved us out of state. I
was born in 1979 in North Carolina, the second child of six. Another
sister followed just ten months later.
In 1981, we returned to our home state. Over the next few
years, we grew to a family of five children. We lived in a small town
a long way from relatives. My mother had no siblings, and my father
avoided nearly all interaction with his family. He accepted a job that
often took him out of state. When he was not on the road, he spent
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his “family time” at the local bar, which resulted in increased fighting
and screaming between my parents. His addiction to alcohol and ab
sence from our home quickly became a customary pattern. During
these frequent times of absence, my m other grew increasingly lonely
and bitter. Deep depression set in. She refused to discuss her feelings
with my father, but her anger exploded the m om ent he was gone.
She cursed us and accused us of being at fault for her problems.
Many times, so many times, I cannot count them, I prayed silently
in my thoughts: Please God! Please make her stop! Please don’t
let her hit us anymore! Please protect us! Please make her love us!
Please stop the pain! I’ll do better! I’ll be a good daughter! I promise!
Please! Please! Please!
My older brother and I became her punching bags. Her tem 
per was short, quick and too often without reason. The beatings con
tinued on a daily basis. My m other was a large woman and her fists
felt like steel hammers battering our small frail bodies. Often, she
grabbed anything in sight with which she could beat us: a hairbrush,
my dad’s belt, large metal serving spoons, pots and pans, mops,
brooms, a wooden cutting board, you name it, she used it to “teach
us a lesson.”
Finally, after years of being the recipients of her anger and
frustration, my brother and I decided we could not take it anymore.
We ran away into the woods near our home. Twenty-four hours
later, the police found us, and took us to the police station, where
a Child Protective Services worker interrogated us in front of our
mother. We both knew better than to tell the truth about why we
left. My m other’s warning stare let us know without speaking a word
that we would receive the beating of our life, so we lied. We blamed
it on school. My m other smiled. That was the last day she allowed us
outside to play.
You would think someone had to see our bruised and battered
bodies, but my m other was too clever to leave visible marks. She hit
us in places where our clothing covered the cuts, bruises and scabs.
She was so good at her abuse - and so proud of her ability to get
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away with it - that she instructed us in detail how to beat our own
children and get away with it. At her most horrible mental break
down, she asked my brother to kill our father. Fortunately, he was
too scared to follow through with this request.
In due course, a sixth child was born, three months premature,
weak and sickly. He remained in the hospital fighting for his life for
three months. Upon his release, the doctor ordered the services of
a community health nurse to monitor his progress. That is when
mother stopped cooking and cleaning the house, and ordered the
three oldest children to do it: my brother, sister and me. We were
also responsible for all the grocery shopping. We fought over this
chore because we could ride our bikes to the store. Our bikes were a
main source of transportation, as my mother did not have a drivers
license and did not own a car.
My parents failed to take proper care of the baby. They refused
to take him for his medical check ups. This resulted in another Child
Protective Services report of abuse and neglect. When the commu
nity health nurse came to check up on the baby, the filthy house and
the way we were living sickened her. She also found the baby with a
bloody and scarred bottom and open wounds from lying too long in
his own feces.
Child Protective Services opened a case on our family and we
received case management for six months. According to the case
records, the pediatrician warned the caseworker that my mother was
mentally “losing it.”
The Child Protective Services worker alerted the school about
our family situation. We were to see the school counselor, and he
was to alert the Child Protective Services worker if he noticed any
thing suspicious. The school counselor was a tall hard-looking man
who made me feel very uncomfortable answering his questions.
Maybe if he knew more about the physical and emotional signs of
abuse, he would have known what questions to ask me, or perhaps if
he had the sensitivity of a woman, I would have found the courage to
reveal everything, but I did not. I could not risk the consequences of
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exposing our “family secret” so I kept my m outh sealed tight about
the terrible things our m other did to my brother and me. Fear of re
prisal makes martyrs of frightened children.
The records indicate the school counselor never contacted
the Child Protective Services worker, so it was “assumed” that ev
erything at home was fine. Child Protective Services closed the case
with no additional follow up, leaving my brother and me to suffer
the continued assaults of our mother. W hy could nobody see what
was happening to us?
My m other got worse psychologically, and she began having
serious physical problems. As we children grew older, the beatings
became harder and more frequent. Maybe we did something wrong,
or maybe it was just the look on our faces that set her off into fits of
uncontrollable rage. There was no knowing what to expect from her;
she seemed to lose it without the slightest sign of provocation, which
kept us on a heightened sense of emotional arousal and fear.
There was an occasion when my mother, in a psychotic state,
was convinced that the devil had entered my brother s body. In a
“heroic” attempt, she tried to beat the devil out of him. She hit him
hard in the face; blood poured from his nose. She ripped the hair
from his head in clumps; I watched helplessly as she threw the hair
to the floor. She straddled my brother’s chest, jumping up and down
to the point where he could not breathe. I had to assault her to stop
her cruelty. I thought she was going to kill him. Even at my young
age, I knew we were in trouble and that something was terribly
wrong with her. We were all terrified, the six of us so frightened and
confused that at times we huddled tightly together in a corner, cry
ing and begging her to stop. Still, nobody came to rescue us and we
remained in that horrible house of pain.
My brother and I tried to tell my father on his rare visits home
about the beatings. H e turned us a deaf ear. He did not want to hear
the truth. I realize now, he already knew about the abuse and ne
glect, and that he did not care. His own life was all that mattered to
him, and our m others love for him became her single all-consum
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ing obsession. We kids were lost somewhere in the recesses of their
self-absorption. She told us repeatedly, “Its your father - not me
- who wanted you.” I believe she resented our being born because
she thought we stole his affections from her. Of course, that was not
true, but I think she blamed us for ruining the relationship with him,
as she showed us little to no affection. Her coping mechanism was
food; she ate constantly, oblivious to her flabby body, becoming a
mountain of a woman; and her size was intimidating.
With a home-life burdened with poverty, abuse and neglect,
I turned to people at school for warmth, love and support. School
was my escape from the chaos that haunted my home. Away from
that horrible place, I pretended to be whoever I wanted to be. These
flights of fancy are how I survived. I wore a paper mask, through
which no one could see the real me. I was a good student and never
drew negative attention to myself. This made me acceptable to peers
and teachers alike. I blended in so well that no one knew about my
home life. If they suspected anything, nobody let on.
One time my mother hit me across the face with a belt and
gave me a black eye. She did not want me to go to school. I begged
her to let me go and assured her I would lie about my black eye and
they would never know how it really happened. We worked out a
plan - I would tell my teacher that I hit my face on a shelf near my
bed. School was my only happiness, the string of life that I gripped
tightly. At school, I found adults on whom I could trust and rely. It
was my sixth grade teacher who first took a particular interest in me
and encouraged me to pour my energy into academics and strive
for perfection. He gave me praise and hope for a better life. Maybe
the “American Dream” was not such a fantasy after all. Reluctantly,
m other let me go to school that day, black eye and all, and I stayed
true to my word; I told nobody what had really happened.
Not long after the end of sixth grade, our home life became
unbearable. I found myself unable to pretend anymore. To make
matters worse, our father totally abandoned us, as he filed for di
vorce and left the home. That decision caused my mother s mental
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and physical health problems to decline rapidly. She was completely
dependent on him and gladly accepted any scraps of affection he
threw her way but now he was gone and she was powerless to
change it. She had lost the only m an she ever loved, the only person
that really mattered to her.
The idea of caring for six children on her own without him
was unbearable for my mother. Worse then that, no m atter where
his job took him, and no matter whose bed he was sleeping in, he
always came home to her. She depended on that tiny bit of stabil
ity. This time, though, she knew it was different. He was not coming
home ever again. She was falling over the edge, tortured by his aban
donment, so she escaped into the shadows of her mind. There were
times she just sat on the couch for days awaiting his call. She would
not eat, would not shower, and would not talk. She was almost co
matose. He never called; he never came - not for her, not for us.
On Independence Day 1991, she shuffled us into the local
domestic violence shelter where we spent the sum m er and a por
tion of the following school year. The domestic violence shelter
was located outside of my school district. In compliance with the
McKinney Vento Act, my school provided my siblings and me with
special transportation accommodations to ensure that we stayed in
the same school district. After time limits would no longer allow us
to stay at the shelter, we returned to the empty house from which we
had originally escaped.
Isolation and stress overcame my mother. A failed suicide
attempt hospitalized her again and we entered out-of-home care.
My siblings and I spent three m onths with a foster family while my
m other underwent psychiatric lockdown.
Learning that I was going into foster care came as a terrible
and unexpected shock. I was in history class when I received a note
from the office instructing me to report to the principals office at the
end of the school day. W hen I arrived at the office, a social worker
and my foster m other awaited me.
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I still remember the social workers words: “Your mom is sick,
and she had to go to the hospital for help. She will be okay. You will
see her as soon as she gets better.”
When I asked about my siblings, my foster mother assured me
that we would all be living with her. Although the idea of moving in
with her was a shock, she was not a stranger. My foster mother knew
my parents, and she knew me. She used to deliver USDA-FDA ap
proved commodities to our home. I was always so excited when the
box arrived that I eagerly tore it open looking for treats. We did not
have treats very often. In fact, when school was not in session, our
mother did not allow us to eat a lunch at home. Lunch was a luxury
to which I looked forward and enjoyed during the school year. In
foster care, we enjoyed three meals a day, even on weekends. My fos
ter mother was a wonderful cook. Occasionally, she and her husband
even took us to a restaurant, a treat that never happened when we
lived with my mother.
In addition to regular meals, another bonus of foster care was
being able to do crafts. My foster mother was a very creative person.
One of the crafts I enjoyed most was when she purchased teddy
bears for my sisters and me to make outfits. She taught us how to use
a glue gun and we sewed aprons and skirts for the bears from pieces
of material and lace. My foster parents also owned three dogs. We
all took pleasure in playing with them. We had pets at home too, but
they never lasted. The dogs we had were usually as neglected as we
were. We could not afford to feed them and my mother did not have
the interest or the discipline to ensure our animals were house bro
ken. Sadly, with tear stained dirty faces, she always forced us to give
up our pets shortly after they arrived and we had fallen in love with
them.
My foster father was a nice man, but he was also very distant.
It was as if he were afraid to form an attachment to us because he
knew we would be leaving. He was a car mechanic, known through
out the neighborhood for his skills. He often spent time helping
neighbors solve their car troubles. My foster father seemed more
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comfortable around my brothers, and let his wife work with us girls.
He had one son from a previous marriage. His son was the same age
and in the same grade as my older brother. My foster brother and
my older brother were chums. My foster m other never had any chil
dren of her own. I believe becoming a foster parent filled that void in
her life.
Some practices within the foster home were alien to us, and
not always understood. My foster parents were devoted to their
choice of religion. O ur participation in their church took a trem en
dous amount of time. My siblings and I went from having no con
nection to church to attending three times a week. I felt that my fos
ter parents believed attending church functions was more im portant
than school. I didn’t understand that. All too often, I was not able to
complete homework assignments because of having to attend church
functions two nights a week. My foster m other was strict about bed
time too, and she was reluctant to allow me to stay awake past bed
time to complete homework assignments. My grades fell, and I was
devastated. My lifeline was threatened. Truthfully, that hurt me more
than losing my parents. Pleasing my teachers meant everything to
me.
After three months of intense psychiatric services, my m other s
condition stabilized. We thought that signaled her cure and we were
going home. Reunification with our m other occurred at the end of
March 1992. O ur case remained open and the caseworker continued
to m onitor our transition back into our home. The court ordered
homemaker services, and my m other received in-home therapy.
Sadly, after a brief six-month period, my m other tried to end
her life a second time and we children returned to our original foster
family. My siblings and I were very lucky. We were all together, and
in a familiar environment. Unfortunately, however, the huge amount
of care the six of us needed took its toll on our foster parents. My
foster m other took me aside and stated that she was no longer able
to take care of us all. She felt that she and I had a good relationship,
and she wanted to keep my older brother and me in her home. She
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didn’t know anything about the placements of my four younger sib
lings. I was glad she wanted to keep us, but I also worried about the
welfare of my younger siblings. Where would they go? Would they
be okay? Would I get to see them? Just as quick as this conversation
happened, things began to change... and fast.
It was becoming clear that my mother might never be in a
position to care for us; her mental illness was becoming more se
vere, and it was more than she could handle just to take care of
herself. The court made a serious effort to locate our father. Sixteen
months had passed from the time my father left our family to the
time the court contacted him directing that he reclaim us. We had
not seen him in all this time. The court ordered reunification almost
immediately.
Confused about how fast things were happening, I tried to
make the best of it. In October 1992,1 entered the eighth grade in
a new school district. I took this opportunity to recreate myself. No
one at this school knew from where I came or what had happened
to me - or if they did, I did not know it. I transitioned easily into my
new school, welcomed by both peers and teachers.
I was grateful that through this decision, my siblings and I
were able to remain together. Our reunion was not without flaws,
however. My father had a new significant other, and she was not
pleased about taking in six children who were not her own. She had
no problem expressing herself in front of us. She was not happy. It
was a “duty” call. We were “excess baggage.” She and I did not hit
it off from the start. I refused to call her, “Mom.” After all, she was
not my real mother, she was a stranger, and one I did not like. I just
knew she stole our dad from us in the first place. She was a home
wrecker. Later in life, though, I came to realize that it was easier to
blame her than him.
With the heavy influx of six new mouths to feed, my father
and his girlfriend faced a major reduction in the standard of liv
ing they enjoyed without us. As the years passed, our home literally
eroded, and without funding to make necessary house repairs, living
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in the home became horrendous. Every spring when the sun melted
the snow, my bedroom flooded. My father placed two by four boards
across the floor so that my sisters and I could walk from our beds
to our dressers without soaking our socks. Black mold crept up the
walls like ivy, making us sick. We could not have friends over, either,
although we would have been too embarrassed to have our friends
see how we lived anyway.
I did not complain. Instead, I found refuge with friends who
were happy to have me stay with them in their family homes. I
adapted to this transient lifestyle well, and avoided going home
as much as I could. My father never forced any of us to stay in the
home, and we all found our own way to cope with the situation. No
one reported to the child protective services office regarding the
deplorable conditions of my fathers home. Bad as it was, I had not
for a second forgotten the beatings when we lived with my mother.
Anything was better than living like th a t... anything.
Most states consider reunification successful if the placement
remains stable for six months. If my worker had m onitored my fami
ly for a year, he would have witnessed the flooding. Perhaps he could
have provided our family with home weatherization assistance and
spared us from living in these substandard conditions.
My biological father was physically and emotionally distant,
as was my foster father. My child welfare caseworker, who was also
male, I only saw a few times. I don’t feel like he tried to get to know
me. Much of his opinion about me developed from the opinions of
my foster m other during their phone conversations. This compila
tion of negative experiences with m en responsible for taking care of
me and looking out for my best interest, would later lay the ground
work for my apprehension to trust or get close to men in my young
adulthood.
Over the coming years, my gymnastics coach, a college profes
sor and my husband-to-be were some of the people who entered my
life and showed me that love does not always hurt. They taught me
that I could believe in myself, and I could trust without being afraid
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of rejection or abandonment. They made me realize that I counted
as a person just as much as anyone did. They gave me the freedom to
learn about myself. I had skills I did not know I had. I did not have
to pretend anymore. Once I came to know myself, the real me, I dis
covered a secret: for the first time in my life, I liked me.
With high school graduation quickly approaching, I became
afraid. School was my safety net. I knew that college was not an op
tion for me, it was mandatory. I pushed myself forward, and with
the assistance of several mentors, I went on to college. In graduate
school, one of my professors turned out to be a foster care alumnus.
He convinced me that having a foster care history would strengthen
my career and should not be something from which to hide. I spe
cialized in child welfare.
Upon graduation from Michigan State University, I secured
a position with the Michigan Department of Human Services as a
CPS worker. Initially I was afraid to take this position. What if I had
a case that mirrored my own life story? Would I be able to deal with
it? Would taking this job cause me to suffer post-traumatic stress
disorder symptoms? Fortunately, the worries I initially had did not
surface in reality. Instead, my experience proved the opposite of my
initial concerns.
I believe that having a history of being a recipient of child
welfare services enabled me to connect with and engage the youth
on my caseload. Many of the parents I substantiated also happened
to have been foster care alumni. I think that knowing I was a fos
ter care alumnus gave them hope that being involved in the child
welfare system did not have to seal their fate; that it was possible to
overcome the challenges impeding their ability to parent effectively.
Many of the families with whom I worked did not see me as the
enemy, as Child Protective Service workers often are; instead, they
regarded me as one of them, and someone who truly wanted to see
them succeed.
I left Child Protective Services when I had the opportunity to
split my workweek by working as a change agent with Michigan’s
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Children, a childrens advocacy agency specializing in legisla
tive advocacy, and as a research specialist for the Michigan State
University’s School of Social Work. It has been a great honor and op
portunity to work directly with policy makers and assist in making
policy changes that will improve outcomes for youth in the foster
care system.
In regards to my family - my terribly dysfunctional family is
still dysfunctional when we are together, but each is working on go
ing forward in his or her own way. I was lucky to have had wonder
ful mentors to help guide my way and they are still dear to my heart.
It’s sad to say the damage that occurred between our m other and us
children was irreparable. However, we all have a relationship with
our father.
The younger siblings, who either did not rem ember or did
not experience the beatings because they were so young, often look
at me with denial in their eyes when I speak about how our birth
m other mistreated us older children. I have learned to accept that.
They never walked in my shoes or those of my older brother’s and
for that, I am grateful. I will be even more grateful if none of my
children shows hereditary signs of mental problems or an abusive
nature.
Today, I am very happy, with a loving family of my own
and a wonderful career. I would like to think I am living my own
“American Dream.” It was not easy, and at times, I really struggled,
but with a little self-confidence, and the right help from compassion
ate people, we can all reach for our dreams. If through my own pain
I can save just one child, then baring my soul is what I will do. My
life has gone full circle... down a road paved with forgiveness.
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